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The field of developmental biology has progressed rapidly over the past two decades. The modern synthesis of molecular and genetic approaches in model organisms, comparative and evolutionary insights from genomics, use of increasingly sophisticated microscopy techniques, and application of this knowledge to human biology have thrust developmental biology to the forefront of not only science journals but also the public consciousness. A stream of recent Nobel prizes in Physiology or Medicine awarded for work in developmental biology attests to its importance as a central aspect of modern life science. Issues such as therapeutic and reproductive cloning and stem cell biology grab headlines. Clearly, thinking well about how to communicate the fundamental features of developmental biology to the students of today and tomorrow is important. This issue of CBE-LSE contributes to what we hope will be an increasing focus on developmental biology education in the twenty-first century.
Given the ascendancy of developmental biology in the current era, several key questions arise: To what extent is developmental biology a field separate from cell biology? Is it, as one of my colleagues likes to say, simply "cell biology over time," or is it a truly separate way of knowing, with its own educational challenges that are genuinely unique to the subject? Are there special visual and conceptual challenges in teaching developmental biology that distinguish it from other subdisciplines in biology? Given the inherent ethical ramifications of developmental biology applied to humans, to what extent should ethics be incorporated into majors science courses in developmental biology? The Points of View feature in this issue by Gilbert et al. addresses some of these issues.
Given the public importance of developmental biology, another issue facing developmental biology instructors is that of increasing scientific literacy in this area. The interview with Morris Maduro by Hoopes and the articles by Gehring and Eastman and by Madhuri and Broussard deal with this issue.
Anyone who has peered through a microscope at developing embryos cannot help but be struck by how arresting they are visually. The WWW feature by Stark, the article on teaching Caenorhabditis elegans lineage analysis by Lu et al., and the essay on using photomicrographs by Watson and Lom examine resources and methodologies for teaching this visual aspect of developmental biology.
Finally, plant development is often left out of developmental biology discussions. The article by Spiro and Knisely provides one practical example of how to teach plant development.
Other features, articles, and essays in previous issues of CBE-LSE have also dealt with the teaching and learning of developmental biology, including the following: We hope you enjoy this focus on issues in developmental biology education, and we welcome your suggestions regarding other potential special topics for future issues of CBE-LSE.
